
Death in the Mailbox

How Tobacco Companies Relentlessly 
Pursue Their Customers



The reach of the 
tobacco industry

Tobacco companies spend a fortune 
mailing materials to the homes of 
smokers or potential smokers. 

They get names through sign ups for 
contests, at events, mailing lists, 
subscription lists, membership lists, etc.

They send individuals a wide variety of 
materials aimed at keeping them smoking 
and keeping them smoking specific 
brands. 



Industry Mailings

• Coupons for reduced price cigarettes

• Consumer surveys

• Catalogs of branded items

• Birthday greetings

• Letters to encourage smokers to 
protest against tobacco control 
regulations

• Event promotions featuring cigarette 
brands

• Magazines that look like regular 
magazines

























Trinkets & Trash

• Online surveillance system and 
archive of tobacco products and 
tobacco industry marketing 
materials

• www.trinketsandtrash.org



Return to Sender:
Consumers Talk Back to Big tobacco

• Letters featured in this slide show 
were found in the tobacco companies’
formerly secret documents that 
were made public after the 1998 
Master Settlement Agreement. 

• The Legacy Tobacco Documents 
Library (available online) has all the 
documents that have been released—
approximately 7 million documents.



Bearing witness:
Honoring those who wrote

• Letters featured at 
www.nightingalesnurses.org

• Nightingales is a group of nurse 
activists who work to focus public 
attention on the behavior of the 
tobacco industry and its contribution 
to the preventable epidemic of 
tobacco-caused disease and death.

http://www.nightingalesnurses.org/


Nightingales’ Goals

• Use the letters from the public to 
undermine the industry’s claims of 
‘social responsibility’ and ‘societal 
alignment’

• Honor those who wrote them

• Use nursing’s credibility with the 
public to challenge industry 
credibility

• Engage nurses in the larger tobacco 
control battles



Who Writes to the
Tobacco Companies?

• Struggling smokers
• Bereaved spouses
• Grieving parents
• Orphaned children
• Embittered friends and family 

members







Louisiana: Since you 
are so interested in 
statistics, you have 
one less smoker in the 
world. I am sure that 
is not very important 
to you; after all, I am 
just one person. 
However, it is 
extremely important 
to me…I have spent the 
last two months in 
absolute agony while 
trying to quit… I think 
it is unforgivable 
what you are doing to 
your fellow human 
beings.



Anywhere, USA:
How dare you send me this. I 
had cancer of the throat. 
Voice box gone…Life is over. I 
wished smokes was never 
invented. You know 
cigarettes caused this 
cancer.





Oregon:
I am a retired nurse and I 
have nothing but 
loathing for your 
company. You should all 
be in prison for murder.



New Jersey:
You are a bunch of 
murderers!



California: This 
poor woman died of 
lung cancer…You 
should be ashamed 
of yourselves.





California: My mother 
died of cancer four 
years ago and up to the 
moment she went into a 
coma she wanted a 
cigarette…She may have 
been nothing but a 
customer to you but she 
was a huge part of my 
life. At least have the 
decency to stop forcing 
me to remember that she 
died for a profit for 
your company.



New Mexico: 
Please remove the 
name of Ronald 
Castleberry from your 
mailing list. He passed 
away October 22 from 
pulmonary obstruction 
at the age of 58. He 
smoked from the time 
he was 15 years of age. 

Signed, his mother and 
his father



Wisconsin:
I do not want any 
literature sent to my 
house. Donald died Sept 
24th of emphysema, and as a 
first class witness I can 
truthfully say that is the 
most scary thing one must 
go through to see a loved 
one on a machine and still 
crying for help just to try 
to keep breathing. You kept 
the coupons coming which 
made it even harder for him 
to stop smoking…Please 
stop sending the literature 
for these killers.



Indiana: 
I just wanted you to know 
what your questionnaire did 
to my family. About a year 
and a half ago my mother 
died from cancer of the 
lungs…She took so many 
painkillers she actually 
hallucinated. December 31 
she died in my arms. At that 
time she weighed 86 pounds.



Ohio: We quit 
smoking. My son died 
of lung cancer. He 
smoked Marlboro. He 
is now in Marlboro 
Country. He finally 
quit too.



Wyoming: This will 
acknowledge the 
birthday card ... 
Unfortunately, Mr. Lamb 
passed away on Feb 
2…from smoking 
cigarettes. It was so kind 
of you to remember Mr. 
Lamb’s birthday; 
however, he will not be 
having any more of them, 
so …in the future it will 
not be necessary to send 
him the annual birthday 
card and discount 
coupon for cigarettes.



Arizona:
My wife of 28 years has 
been diagnosed with 
terminal lung cancer, 
caused by use of your 
product….She is unable to 
go to the mailbox, much 
less read your self-
serving propaganda.



From Somewhere, USA:
My father died last October at the 
age of 50 due to lung cancer. He 
purchased many of your items in 
your “Marlboro Country Store 
Catalog” with his cigarette 
coupons…Now myself and my 16 
year old sister are left 
fatherless…The only thing I have 
to say to you is that smoking does 
cause cancer, smoking does kill 
and destroy families. You don’t 
need to be a scientist or conduct a 
study to figure that out, just visit 
my Dad’s grave if you want proof. 



Michigan:
Helen died of lung 
cancer November 27 
after a horrible fight. I 
hope you get what she 
had.





Tennessee:
My husband died of lung 
cancer at the age of 56 on 
5/27/94. Take me off your 
@#&#@! mailing list.

--Mrs. Paul, widowed at age 
39 with a 15 year old son



Massachusetts:
This correspondence 
disgusts me. What is your 
message? Death at a 
lower price?



Oregon: While 
Margaret was a smoker, 
and would have been 
interested in winning 
your sweepstakes, she 
can’t. She died 2/28/93 
of lung cancer brought 
on by cigarette smoking. 
You’ll have to find 
someone else to smoke 
her share.



New York: 
This is to let you know that 
you can never get to know 
my father any better—he 
died from emphysema 
because of smoking most of 
his life. My mother, who 
passed away four months 
prior to my Dad, and never 
smoked, had the lungs of a 
smoker because of living 
with him all her life. Don’t 
ever send literature like 
this to me again…You have 
my permission to use this in 
your advertising program.



Texas: 
I will be delighted to tell 
you about my 
daughter…She lost her 
life to lung cancer at the 
age of 40. Caused from 
smoking…Hope you think 
again before you send out 
such a letter. You don’t 
know how you hurt some 
one who has lost a loved 
one. A grieving mother





“No-Mail and send we’ll 
take your comments 
seriously form letter”





1,200 A Day:

What if all of their
families sent letters?
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